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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

5 1 . Field of the Invention 

The subject invention relates generally to laser range finders and, more particularly, to a low-cost laser range finder 
receiver 

10 2. Description of Related Art 

In the past, laser range finder receivers have been individually designed for each particular application. Thus, a 
different receiver design has been employed for a range finder using a flash lamp pumped laser, for a diode pumped 
laser, or for imaging laser radar. 

is Present laser range finder receivers rely on photodiodes for detection of target returns. There are two major cat- 

egories of receiver photodiodes for detection: the acceptor intrinsic donor ("PIN") diode, and the avalanche photodiode 
("APD"). Either type of device can be based on indium gallium arsenide ("InGaAs") or germanium technology. The PIN 
diode is the most commonly used, but requires a signal of 60 to 100 nanowatts for a 99% probability of detection. 
Uncooled APD receivers currently in use are capable of 99% detection with a signal of about 10 nanowatts. Because 

20 the greater sensitivity of the APD detectors translates into a greater maximum system range, they are preferred for 
fabrication of a universal device applicable to a family of eye-safe laser range finders. 

In present APD receivers, APD bias is obtained by ramping the APD voltage until two adjacent threshold crossing 
due to noise occur within 3 microseconds of each other. The False Alarm Rate ("FAR") is established by ramping the 
threshold voltage until two adjacent threshold crossings due to noise occur within less than 2 microseconds of each 

25 other. These measurements are made on random data "noise" and consist essentially of one event which is somewhat 
filtered. Based on one sample of random data, the probability of getting a wrong answer is high. 

Present laser range finder receivers are optimized at room temperature and, therefore, are significantly suboptimal 
at other operating temperatures. System sensitivity over temperature thus cannot be guaranteed. A number of com- 
ponents are also required for testing the frequency response of present APD amplifiers. 

30 Current laser receivers further employ expensive hybrid circuitry containing, in one example, over 40 ICs and many 

more discrete components. Such circuitry has suffered from unsatisfactory production yields, amplifier instability, and 
digital noise coupling into the sensitive analog circuits. Such problems require constant engineering support. In general, 
prior art approaches require considerable hardware, are not very robust, and cannot meet a requirement for sensitivity 
over temperature. 

35 

OBJECTS AND SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is therefore an object of the invention to improve laser apparatus; 

It is another object of the invention to provide a universal receiver architecture suitable for use with varbus laser 
40 apparatus; 

It is another object of the invention to improve laser range finder receivers; 
It is another object to increase sensitivity of laser range finder receivers; 

It is another object of the invention to provide laser range finder apparatus which is cheaper, requires less power, 
and delivers better performance than conventional systems; and 
45 it is another object to significantly improve sensitivity of laser range finder receivers over extended temperature 

ranges such as -40 to + 85°C while considerably decreasing system complexity and cost. 

The laser range finder apparatus according to the invention includes a receiver means for detecting a return pulse 
and providing an output signal indicative thereof and a microcontroller or other programmed processor for recalibrating 

50 the receiver means. According to one aspect of the invention, the receiver is responsive to up and down current control 
signals from the microcontroller to adjust the bias of a photodetector According to another aspect of the invention, an 
offset voltage and receiver false alarm rate are monitored with no light on the photodetector and adjusted to recalibrate 
the receiver. The microcontroller may further monitor photodetector temperature via a temperature sensor, and can 
perform photodetector bias adjustment and receiver recalibration in response to temperature changes, providing ac- 

55 curate operation over wide temperature ranges. 



2 



EP0 757 257 A2 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The objects and features of the present invention, which are believed to be novel, are set forth with particularity 
in the appended claims. The present invention, both as to its organization and manner of operation, together with 
s further objects and advantages, may best be understood by reference to the following description, taken in connection 
with the accompanying drawings, of which: 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a laser range finder system employing the preferred receiver embodiment; 
FIG. 2 is an electrical circuit diagram of photodetector bias circuitry and transimpedance amplifier (TIA) circuitry 
io according to the preferred embodiment; 

FIG. 3 is an electrical circuit diagram of post-TIA amplifier receiver circuitry according to the preferred embodiment; 
FIGS. 4, 5, and 6 are flow charts useful in illustrating the structure and operation of the preferred embodiment. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

1S 

The following description is provided to enable any person skilled in the art to make and use the invention and 
sets forth the best modes contemplated by the inventor of carrying out his invention, various modifications, however, 
will remain readily apparent to those skilled in the art, since the generic principles of the present invention have been 
defined herein specifically to provide a multiconfigurable and automatically calibrated laser range finder receiver which 

20 is relatively inexpensive and easy to manufacture. 

A laser range finder system is illustrated in FIG. 1 . The system of FIG. 1 may be divided into a number of units: a 
power supply unit 17, a timing and control unit 11, a receiver 16, a range counter chip 25 including a range counter 
and associated digital circuitry, and a control panel/display unit 1 90. The remaining components shown in FIG. 1 include 
a laser module 115 for generating a laser beam, transceiver optics 119, a battery 37, and an EMI filter 35. 

25 The timing and control unit 11 includes a microcontroller 13, a nonvolatile random access memory (NOVRAM) 

191, and an RS485 system I/O or other interface 29. The RS 485 system I/O 29 is connected via an I/O bus 118 to 
the microcontroller 1 3 and via a bus 12 to an associated fire control system 11 1 for purposes of communicating between 
the microcontroller 1 3 and the associated fire control system 111. 

The microcontroller 13 is a programmed processor and may be a commercially-available component such as Part 

30 No. 87C552, as available from Philips Semiconductors, Sunnyvale, California. This component has internal ROM stor- 
ing its "boot-up* software, various other custom or off-the-shelf processors, microprocessors, computers, or other 
programmed processor-based controllers could be used in embodiments according to the invention. 

The NOVRAM 191 is arranged to be accessed by the microcontroller 13 and contains executable system code 
that is table driven. Various operating parameters are located in a table within the NOVRAM 1 91 (not part of compiled 

35 code), and can be modified in real time. Parameters which may be stored in the NOVRAM table include: 

1 . Receiver offset voltage 

2. Threshold voltage 

3. False alarm rate 
40 4. APD bias voltage 

5. PFN voltage 

6. Display brightness 

7. Programmable range gate 

8. Super elevation table for weapon calibration 

45 

The use and significance of the above parameters will be elaborated upon hereafter. 

The NOVRAM 191 is preferably partitioned into two parts, one containing the tables, and the other containing 
executable software, e.g., compiled "C" code which looks into the tables for parameters it needs to operate the hard- 
ware. The tables themselves can also be updated. Thus, if desired, the software can be updated in the field by a plug- 

50 in connection to a portable computer without opening up the hardware. 

The microcontroller 13 communicates over a bus 15 with the range counter chip 25. The range counter chip 25 
includes a digital range counter which counts the interval between firing of a laser pulse and detection of a return of 
that pulse by the receiver 16, the count representing the distance or range to the target. A principle function of the bus 
1 5 is therefore to transfer range data (counts) to the microcontroller 1 3, and thus the bus 1 5 comprises a standard bus 

55 architecture providing read, write, address, and data lines. The range counter chip 25 may include a high-speed digital 
counter and high-speed data register, as disclosed in U.S. patent applications Serial Nos. 08/449,461 and 08/484,786, 
respectively entitled "High-Speed Synchronous Counter Circuitry" and "High-speed Data Register for Laser Range 
Finders," filed 24th May, 1 995 and 7th June, 1 995 (attorney docket Nos. PD-94454 and PD-94453). The range counter 
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chip may further include an IFF counter 1 25, delay line differentiator logic, programmable range gate, and digital status 
registers. 

The microcontroller 1 3 is further arranged to provide a flash lamp fire signal "F/L Fire" over a signal line 1 4 to cause 
firing of a laser or "optical" pulse by the range finder laser module 115. The microcontroller 13 may be activated to 
generate the F/L Fire signal by a laser fire command signal FIRE LRF generated in response to manual or other 
activation of a laser range finder fire command switch 28. The laser fire command signal FIRE LRF is also supplied 
via a signal line 129 to the IFF counter 125 and causes the counter 125 to begin counting. 

A portion 18 of the optical pulse 117 generated by the laser module 115 is detected by a photodetector 315 in the 
receiver 16 and provides a "stop" signal over a stop signal line 123 to the IFF counter 125, which is a 16-bit counter 
in a preferred embodiment. The IFF counter 125, in turn, stops counting and its IFF time interval count is provided over 
a signal line 27 to the microcontroller 13. This count may then be used for Identification Friend or Foe purposes. 

Some laser range finder systems have two optical receivers, one for detecting target returns, and the other com- 
prising an optical pulse monitor ("OPM") for detecting the presence of an outgoing pulse and generating a stop pulse 
such as that provided over the stop signal line 1 23. Such a system typically uses a beam splitter to direct a small portion 
of the transmitted beam onto the OPM. Other systems use a single receiver, in which case there is no OPM or beam 
splitter, and the presence of an outgoing pulse is detected in the same manner as a target return. In such case, back- 
scatter off the optics reflects back into the system and illuminates the receiver, which causes a stop pulse to be gen- 
erated. 

The power supply unit 17 may be powered by the battery 37 and intervening EMI filter 35. The battery 37 is 
connected via first and second terminals 19, 20 and an LRF ON/OFF switch 120 to the EMI filter 35, which outputs a 
filtered voltage over signal path 21 to the power supply unit 17. The LRF ON/OFF switch 120 turns power to the laser 
range finder (LRF) on and off. The power supply 17 provides a plurality of constant low-voltage power outputs 23, for 
example, as taught in U.S. patent application Serial No. 08/364,322, corresponding to EP-A-0720027, entitled "Laser 
Range Finder Power Management System" (Attorney Docket No. PD-94288), incorporated by reference herein. 

The microcontroller 1 3 further is arranged to monitor the receiver 1 6 and to recalibrate it. For these purposes, the 
microcontroller receives inputs from the receiver 1 6 comprising a temperature voltage V TEMP , an offset voltage V 0FFSET 
and a false alarm rate (FAR) signal on a signal line 1 26, and outputs control signals to the receiver 1 6 comprising first 
and second detector bias control signals l UP , l DN ; a calibration voltage V CAL ; and an FAR reset signal on a signal line 
127. The interaction between the microcontroller 13 and the receiver 16 will be discussed in further detail below. 

The preferred receiver embodiment 16 illustrated in FIG. 1 includes a photodetector 315, which converts the re- 
ceived optical pulse portion 18 to an electrical signal, and a transimpedance amplifier 31 7 for amplifying the electrical 
signal generated by the photodetector 31 5. The detector bias control circuitry 311 receives 1 30-volt PFN power from 
the power supply unit 17 and controls the bias voltage applied to the detector 315 in order to optimize performance, 
as discussed further below. The detection element employed in the photodetector 315 is preferably an avalanche 
photodiode ("APD"). A temperature sensor 31 9 is mounted on the same substrate as the photodetector 31 5 to monitor 
its temperature. The temperature sensor 31 9 supplies a voltage V TEMP indicative of the photodetector temperature to 
the microcontroller 13. 

The output of the transimpedance amplifier ("TIA") 31 7 provides a first input to a postamplifier 1 55, which typically 
applies a gain factor of "5" to its input. The output of the postamplifier 155 is supplied to a matched filter 157. The 
matched filter 157 is a low pass filter, preferably a third order Butterworth filter, whose bandwidth is determined to 
optimize the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) based on the output laser pulse width and the noise characteristics of the 
photodetector 31 5 and the TIA amplifier 31 7. As known in the art, a matched filter is a filter designed to be optimal for 
the waveform and desired performance. In this case, the matched filter 157 is designed to optimize range accuracy 
for a simple threshold detection system and to minimize noise (maximize sensitivity). 

The output of the matched filter 157 comprises one input to a buffer and summing amplifier 161 , which sums the 
matched filter output with a DC voltage V CAL for false alarm rate and offset calibration and with a time programmed 
threshold signal ("TPT") generated by TPT circuitry 159. The TPT circuitry 159 receives as an input a count enable 
signal from the range counter chip 25. 

The TPT signal provides a time program threshold to block the effects of "near-end" atmospheric back-scatter. 
When the laser is fired, as it is exiting the aperture, dust particles can cause near-end returns until the laser energy 
dissipates sufficiently by traveling over distance. Thus, the "TPT" signal elevates the threshold voltage supplied to the 
threshold comparator 171 and allows that voltage to decay and settle to the maximum sensitivity threshold voltage, 
for example, at the point where the laser has traveled one kilometer, thereby blocking the effects of near-end atmos- 
pheric back-scatter. 

The output of the buffer and summing amplifier 161 drives the threshold detection circuitry and is applied as an 
input to a threshold comparator amplifier 171. Since one input of the threshold comparator 171 is tied to ground, 
threshold setting is achieved by generating an offset voltage on the signal path 172, in response to the application of 
the calibration voltage V CAL to the input of the summing amplifier 161. Thus, for example, if the steady state DC voltage 
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on the signal path 172 is driven away from zero by a constant DC voltage of 15 millivolts, the system threshold is 
effectively set at 15 millivolts. The threshold amplifier 171 provides a differential output signal across two amplifier 
output lines D-VID+ and D-VID- to the range counter chip 25 (hereafter denoted simply as "D-VID"). In response to 
this differential output signal D-VID, the count of the range counter at the instant of appearance of such an output signal 
s is read and latched by digital register circuitry included on the range counter chip 25. The signal D-VID thus signifies 
the detection of a return pulse. 

FIG. 2 illustrates the APD bias circuit 311, APD detector 315, and transimpedance amplifier circuit 317 in further 
detail. While the detector 31 5 is preferably an APD device, other detector devices, such as PINs, can be used in various 
embodiments constructed according to the invention. 

10 With respect to the APD bias circuit 311 , l UP and l DN signals are applied to the inputs of respective inverter amplifiers 

, A b2 by the system microcontroller 1 3. The output of the inverter A^ is applied to the gate of a first bias circuit field 
effect transistor (FET) Q b1 and to the input of a second inverter amplifier A,^. The gate of the first bias circuit FET 
is connected through a resistor R^ to a reference voltage (+5 volts). The source of the first FET 0^ is connected to 
ground, while its drain is connected to a first terminal of a resistor R^. The second terminal of the resistor R w is 

'5 connected to a first terminal of a resistor R b2 and to the gate of a second bias circuit FET Q^. The second terminal of 
the resistor R b2 and the source of the second bias circuit FETQ b2 are connected in common to the 1 30-volt dc supply 
voltage. A zener diode is connected in parallel with the resistor R b2 . 

The drain of the second bias circuit FET is connected to a first terminal of a resistor R M whose second terminal 
is connected to the anode of a diode D^ and to the drain of a third bias circuit FET Q^. The source of the third bias 

20 circuit FET Q w is connected to ground, while its gate is connected to one terminal of a resistor R^ and to the output 
of the inverter amplifier A^. The second terminal of the resistor R b5 is connected to a 5-volt dc reference voltage. 

The cathode of the diode D b1 is connected to a first terminal of a bias voltage storage capacitor C1 and to the 
drain of a fourth bias circuit FET Q Ml whose source is grounded. The gate of the fourth bias circuit FET is connected 
to the output of the inverter amplifier A^ and to one terminal of a resistor R^ whose second terminal is connected to 

2s (he 5-volt dc reference voltage. 

The bias voltage storage capacitor C1 has its first terminal further connected to one terminal of a resistor R1 whose 
second terminal is connected to a shunt capacitor C2 and to the cathode of the APD detector diode CR1 . The second 
terminal of the shunt capacitor C2 is grounded. The anode of the APD diode CR1 is connected to the anode of a PN 
diode CR3 whose cathode is further connected to ground; An AC coupling capacitor C3 connects the anode of the 

30 APD detector diode CR1 to the input of the transimpedance amplifier 317. 

The input to the transimpedance amplifier 317 comprises a node constituting the intersection of the first terminals 
of respective resistors R4 and R5. The second terminal of the resistor R4 is connected to the gate of a first FET Q1 , 
whose source is connected to ground and whose drain is connected to the first terminal of a resistor R12 and the 
emitter of an NPN transistor Q2. The second terminal of the resistor R12 is connected to one terminal of a capacitor 

35 OS whose opposite terminal is grounded, as well as to the collector of a PNP transistor Q3. 

The collector of the second transistor Q2 is connected to the anode of a PN diode CR4 and to the junction point 
of the second terminal of the resistor R5 and the first terminal of a resistor R6. The cathode of the PN diode CR4 is 
connected to one terminal of a capacitor C6 whose second terminal is connected to the base of the transistor Q2. The 
base of the transistor Q2 is further connected via a resistor R9 to the second terminal of the resistor R12 and to a 

40 resistor R8 whose second terminal is connected to the 5-volt dc reference voltage. 

The base of the third transistor Q3 is connected to the second terminal of the resistor R5, which thus constitutes 
a feedback resistor from the output to the input of the amplifier 317. The emitter of the third transistor Q3 constitutes 
the output of the transimpedance amplifier circuit 317 and is further connected to the first terminal of a resistor R11. 
The second terminal of the resistor R11 is connected to the first terminal of a resistor R7, whose second terminal is 

4S connected to a -5-volt dc reference voltage. The first terminal of the resistor R7 is further connected to a first terminal 
of a capacitor C8 and to the second terminal of the resistor R6. The second terminal of the capacitor C8 is grounded. 
Examples of typical components for the circuitry of FIG. 2 are as follows: 



TABLE 



Resistances K{Q) 


Other Components 


Rm-2 


C1 - 22nF 


R b 2-4.7 


C2-10pF 


R w - 100 


C3-15pF 


R M - 200 


C5 - .01 U.F 


RbS-2 


C6-10nF 


Rbe-2 


C8 - .01 u,F 
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TABLE 


(continued) 


Resistances K(ft) 


Other Components 


R b7 - 200 


CR3 - HP 5082 


R1 - 3.3 


CR4 - HP 5082 


R4 - .02 


Q1 -NEC71000MVC 


R5-51 


Q2 - 2N4957 


R6-1 


Q3 - 2N2857 


R7;.01 




R8-.01 




R9- 1.27 




R10- 1 




R11 -2.3 




R12-.160 





The foregoing values are illustrative only and may be varied in various embodiments for optimal performance in various 
laser range finder systems. 

In operation of the circuit of FIG. 2, l UP and l DN control signals are selectively applied by the microcontroller 13. 
The control signal l UP turns on the FET Qb 2 by turning off the FET Q^, causing the gate of the FET to float up in 
voltage. The increase in voltage permits current to flow from the 1 30-vott source through the resistor and the diode 
D b1( causing the voltage on the bias voltage storage capacitor C1 to increase until such time as the l UP control signal 
is turned off. The open collector type of logic gate is particularly designed to drive FETs such as FET Q b1 . 

When the l UP control signal is off, the FET turns on, shorting the resistor R M to ground so as to drain off 
leakage current from FET Q b2 in order to prevent such current from further charging the capacitor C1 . While l UP is off, 
the diode D b1 serves to maintain the bias voltage held by the capacitor CI; i.e., it prevents discharge of the capacitor 
voltage by current flow through the FET Q^. The bias voltage held by the capacitor C1 may range from 30 volts to 90 
volts and is determined by the length of time l UP is "on" and the breakdown voltage of the APD 315. 

Application of the l DN control signal turns on the FET Q w and discharges the bias voltage storage capacitor C1 
to ground through the resistor R b7 . Both l UP and l DN are off when the circuitry is inactive. 

Once the bias voltage storage capacitor C1 has been charged, the detector circuit 315 is biased for operation, for 
example, to detect a laser pulse return after firing of the laser. As previously noted, when the laser is initially fired, a 
large amount of energy is reflected or "back-scattered' back into the laser range finder optics, causing the Tl A amplifier 
317 to saturate. Accordingly, the diode CR3 is employed in the circuit to become forward biased by the increase in 
detector voltage and to dump the charge to ground; i.e., the diode CR3 comprises protection circuitry for accommo- 
dating initial overloads. The circuit provided by the capacitor C2 and the resistor R1 connected to the APD 315 limits 
the amount of energy which can be dumped through the diode CR3. After the diode CR3 stops conducting, the voltage 
on the capacitor C2 rapidly increases, via charging current flow through the capacitor C1 and the resistor R1 . 

The TIA 317 itself may be viewed as a typical operational amplifier having a feedback resistor R5 connected 
between its output and inverting input which, in an illustrative embodiment, has a value of 51 Kft. 

In the preferred TIA amplifier 31 7 shown in FIG. 1 , the current flowing into the R4-R5-C3 node is multiplied by the 
value of the feedback resistor R5, producing an output voltage at the emitter of the third transistor Q3. The FET Q1 
has a "gm" parameter associated with it, which is basically a voltage-to-current converting factor. As current flows 
through the coupling capacitor C3, the gate voltage on the FET Q1 rises, causing more current flow through the FET 
Q1 . The transistor Q2 tries to hold the drain of the FET Q1 at a constant voltage. Thus, as the FET Q1 "asks" for more 
current, the transistor Q2 turns off. As the transistor Q2 shuts off, in order to hold steady state, its collector voltage 
moves down, producing a voltage across the feedback resistor R5. For the selected value of R5 of 51 Kft, this voltage 
ultimately equals 51 KQ times the current flowing through the AC coupling capacitor C3. The transistor Q3 is a buffer- 
follower whose emitter voltage side is .7 below the voltage on its base (i.e., the voltage developed across the feedback 
resistor R5). 

The TIA amplifier resistor R6 can be used to achieve a manufacturing advantage according to the preferred em- 
bodiment. The stability of the amplifier is a function of the open loop gain, which is determined by the "gm" of the FET 
Q1 and the value of the resistor R6. Thus, if gm changes, the value of R6 may be adjusted to compensate for it. Thus, 
in production, an entire wafer of FETs Q1 may be fabricated. After R6 is adjusted to get proper compensation for one 
of the FETs Q1 from the wafer, all devices on that wafer can be used with the same R6 value. 

As to the remainder of the components, the resistors R9 and R1 0 bias the transistor Q2 and set its operating point. 
The capacitor C6 makes the node an AC short circuit. The diode CR4 prevents circuit overload. The resistors R7 and 
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R11 are respectively used for power supply Isolation and to bias the second transistor Q3. 

The feedback resistor R5 determines the amount of trans impedance gain, i.e., current-to-voltage transfer. What- 
ever current goes through C3 x 51 K equals the output voltage swing. The feedback resistor R5 further determines the 
ultimate bandwidth of the system. Lowering the value of R5 provides more bandwidth, enabling the system to operate 
5 with shorter laser pulses. 

The detector 315 and TIA amplifier 317 are preferably formed as a hybrid circuit on a common substrate such as 
alumina. A temperature sensor 319 is mounted on the substrate next to the detector 315 and enables optimizing the 
receiver 16 as a function of temperature. Thus, the microcontroller 13 may continuously monitor and recalibrate the 
receiver 16 as a function of temperature, as described in further detail bebw. The temperature sensor 319 may be a 

10 commercially-available AD590 sensor wherein a reference voltage is applied to a first terminal +TS, producing a current 
at a second terminal -TS which is related to temperature. This current is converted to a voltage which enables the 
associated microcontroller 1 3 to read the temperature of the detector 315. 

The frequency response of the system of FIG. 2 is measured by illuminating the detector 31 5 with an unmodulated 
CW source and looking at the noise spectrum at the output TIA OUT of the amplifier 317. The noise spectrum will have 

'5 a power envelope versus frequency that is characteristic of the detector/ preamplifier frequency response. The fre- 
quency response of the amplifier 31 7 will vary from part to part due to the "gm" parameter of the preferred NEC71000 
GaAs FET. The feedback loop can compensate for this effect by adjusting the values of the resistors R5 and R6. This 
is an important cost savings because the select-in-test only occurs once for each lot-buy of the NEC71 000 FET. There- 
fore, the value of the resistor R6 is selected on the first unit and is fixed for the balance of the production run. The 

20 value of the resistor R5 is not normally changed because it affects the amount of output voltage. 

Another feature is the addition of the temperature sensor 31 9 within the detector/preamplifier package. The opti- 
mum detector bias voltage can shift dramatically with temperature changes. The temperature sensor 319 allows the 
system to monitor this condition and self-calibrate the receiver operating parameters, such as receiver offset voltages, 
false alarm rate, and APD bias voltage, as discussed in further detail below. Essentially, the receiver 1 6 can be optimized 

25 tor performance over the entire operating temperature range. 

As those skilled in the art will appreciate, the APD photodetector 315 is backed biased so that it only conducts 
when light hits it, i.e., excess photons convert to electrons, resulting in current flow to the TIA 317. The receiver sen- 
sitivity is optimized by increasing the APD bias voltage (this increases the APD gain) until the APD noise is larger than 
the electronics noise. Once the APD noise begins to dominate the electronics noise of the preamplifier 317, further 

30 increases in APD gain will reduce the system NEP (noise equivalent power). At low temperatures, the APD gain must 
be high in order to overcome the preamplifier noise. This is due to low leakage currents within the APD at low temper- 
atures. Under these conditions, the APD noise may not be larger than the preamplifier noise because of limitations in 
ach ievable APD gain. All of these effects can be optimized by monitoring the APD temperature along with self -calibrating 
electronics as disclosed herein. 

35 The post-TIA receiver circuitry of the receiver 1 6 is shown in more detail in FIG. 3. The signal output from the TIA 

amplifier 317 is provided through a blocking capacitor C31 to the postamplifier 155, which includes a CLC 412 oper- 
ational amplifier U2A. The amplifier U2A is biased via resistors R14, R15, and R16. The feedback resistor R16 is 
connected from the output of the amplifier U2A to its inverting input, while the resistors R15 and R14 are respectively 
connected from ground to the inverting and noninverting inputs of the amplifier U2A. The output of the amplifier U2A 

40 is supplied through a resistor R20 to the matched filter 1 57. 

The matched filter 157 includes an inductor L1 having first and second terminals and respective capacitors C7, 
C8 connected, respectively, from those first and second terminals to ground. The output of the filter 157 is supplied 
through a resistor R21 to a summing node 6, which comprises the inverting input of an operational amplifier U2B. This 
summing node 6 also receives a TPT signal and a form of the V CAL signal, as will be hereafter described. The amplifier 

45 U2B sums these two signals TPT, V CAU with the detected, filtered signal from the matched filter 157. 

As shown in the left portion of FIG. 3, the calibration signal V CAL supplied by the microcontroller 13 has been 
digital-to-analog converted and is supplied to a low-pass filter 203 and thereafter to an operational amplifier circuit 204, 
including an operational amplifier U3A. The low-pass filter 203 comprises first and second resistors R18 and R19 
having junction points connected to the first terminal of a capacitor C6 whose second terminal is grounded. 

50 The amplifier U3A is biased by respective bias circuits, each comprising first and second grounded capacitor pairs 

C22, C27; C23, C28 connected to the junction point of the respective first terminals of resistors R39, R40, whose 
second terminals are connected to respective supply voltages -5 volts and +5 volts. The amplifier circuit 204 including 
amplifier U3A further includes a resistor R1 7 and a capacitor C5 connected in parallel between the output of the amplifier 
U3A and its inverting input. The parallel combination of the resistor R17 and the capacitor C5 provide further low-pass 

55 filtering for noise reduction purposes. The gain of the amplifier U3A is equal to R17/(R19 + R18), which is set equal to 
the value '1 " in the illustrated embodiment. The amplifier circuit 204 including the amplifier U3A thus buffers the V CAL 
signal, filters it, and establishes the desired gain range of its output signal, which is then fed through a resistor R41 to 
the summing node 6. A resistor R8 connected between the +5 supply voltage and the summing node 6 is further 
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provided to ensure that the V CAL signal supplied to node 6 resides within a desired or selected range, for example, 
-100 millivolts to +50 millivolts. 

The TPT signal is a binary valued signal which is supplied through an amplifier U1D to switch 'on' and "off" a 
transistor Q5. The transistor Q5 has its emitter connected to the +5-volt supply voltage, its base connected through a 
s resistor R9 to the output of the amplifier U1 D and its collector connected to the respective first terminals of a capacitor 
C17 and a resistor R22 whose second terminals are respectively grounded and connected to the summing node 6. 

When the laser range finder system is inactive, the output of the amplifier U1D is low, and the transistor Q5 is on, 
causing the capacitor C1 7 to be charged to +5 volts. When the laser is fired and the range counter chip 25 generates 
a count enable signal, indicating the system is active, TPT changes state so as to turn off the transistor Q5, causing 
10 the capacitor C1 7 to discharge through the resistor R22. This action results in a voltage being summed into the node 
6 of the amplifier U2B which decays to zero over time. In this manner, an initial offset is added to the threshold voltage 
present on the signal path 1 72 (FIG. 1 ). After a few microseconds, this initial offset decays to zero such that only the 
steady state threshold voltage remains. 

Thus, the amplifier U2B comprises the summing junction for the detected signal, the TPT signal, and the V CAL 
'5 signal. The amplifier U2B is biased by respective grounded capacitors C15, C24 and respective resistors R11, R12 
connected to the +5-volt supply voltages, and has a feedback resistor R25 connected from its output to its inverting input. 

The output of the amplifier U2B is low-pass filtered to eliminate noise by a low-pass filter 207 comprising a resistor 
R26 and a capacitor C9 and supplied to the noninverting input of the threshold comparator 171. The output of the 
amplifier U2B is also tapped off to a voltage divider and to an operational amplifier U3B. 
20 The voltage divider comprises a resistor R27 and a resistor R26 and provides two resistor-buffered high-bandwidth 

test points where the actual video signal may be viewed, for example, on an oscilloscope for test purposes. The amplifier 
U3B is a low-bandwidth buffer operational amplifier which provides the offset voltage signal V OFFSET to the microcon- 
troller 13. 

The threshold comparator 171 provides a differential emitter coupled logic (ECL) voltage across first and second 

2S output terminals 21 1 , 21 2. A resistor R45 and a capacitor C33 are connected in a feedback path from the output terminal 
211 to the noninverting input of the threshold comparator 171, whose inverting input is grounded. These feedback 
components. C33, R45 provide a hysteresis effect by providing feedback which assists in strengthening weak input 
signals to the comparator 171 so as to effectively add gain and generate an improved output pulse detection. After a 
detected pulse has passed, the circuit settles back to steady state. 

30 The ECL output of the threshold comparator 171 is fed to a latch circuit 173 (FIG. 1), which includes a second 

comparator in order to provide a false alarm FAR signal to the microcontroller 1 3. The latch circuit 173 will detect an 
output pulse width from the threshold comparator 171 of a width such as 30 to 50 nanoseconds and latch that output 
for a time period long enough for it to be read by the microcontroller 13. After the microcontroller 13 reads the output 
of the latch circuit 173, the latch circuit 173 is reset to wait for the next output pulse from the threshold comparator 

35 171 . Such a latch circuit 173 is provided because the TTL logic of the preferred microcontroller 13 can only detect 
signals approximately one microsecond or longer in duration. 

The overall operation of the preferred embodiment will now be described in further detail in conjunction with FIG. 
4. As shown, the system is first enabled by application of battery power, step 203, by closing the LRF ON/OFF switch 
1 20. In response, the power control unit 51 charges a PFN capacitor C PFN (not shown) in PFN power unit 67, step 205 

to of FIG. 4. The receiver 16 and range counter chip 25 are unpowered during this time and remain so until subsequently 
activated by the microcontroller 13. At completion of step 205, the microcontroller 13 is in a low power "sleep" state 
and the system is using less than 10 mA of battery current. The microcontroller 1 3 can only be awakened by activating 
the FIRE LRF button 28, step 217, or an internal watchdog timer, step 211. 

The watchdog timer periodically wakes up the microcontroller 1 3 if it has been in the sleep state for an extended 

« period of time. To do this, the watchdog timer generates an interrupt, which causes the microcontroller 1 3 to perform 
a background diagnostic and calibration routine, step 21 5, primarily to keep the laser range finder receiver 1 6 calibrated 
when the range finder is not being operated. 

The FIRE LRF signal issues an interrupt to the microcontroller 13 and causes the microcontroller 1 3 to activate a 
laser ranging sequence, beginning with step 221 of FIG. 4. In step 221, the microcontroller 13 boots up, turns on the 

60 receiver circuitry 16 and initializes the system. After these operations, power is turned on to the digital range counter 
chip 25, step 223. An APD detector bias optimization routine is then performed, step 224. 

The laser is then fired, step 225. To accomplish firing, the microcontroller 13 activates the F/L Fire signal to the 
PFN power unit 67, which, in turn, provides the flash lamp trigger signal by dumping the C PFN voltage to the flash lamp 
of the laser module 115. After the return pulse is detected, the microcontroller 13 delays for an interval equal to the 

5S maximum count of the range counter, step 227, and then latches the count or counts of the range counter, step 229. 
The count is then output through the system I/O 29 to the associated fire control circuitry 111, step 231 . The microcon- 
troller 1 3 then turns off the power to the receiver 16 and the range counter chip 25, step 233, and returns to recharge 
the PFN capacitor C PFN for the next firing operation before reentering the "sleep" state. 
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As noted above, threshold detection is achieved according to the preferred embodiment by a comparator 171 
working against a reference voltage. The ratio of the reference voltage to the noise at the input of the comparator 171 
is the required signal-to-noise ratio before a detection is declared by the receiver 16. 

As illustrated in FIG. 5, receiver calibration Is performed as the last step 547 of the boot-up and calibration routine 
215. Prior to recalibration, the microcontroller 13 checks the control panel status, step 531; assures that the system is 
properly configured, step 535; updates the display 190, step 539; and performs a background built-in test (BIT), step 
543. This last step may perform built-in tests such as turning on the range counter and checking its operation and 
flashing various displays, for example, to show the software version and configuration number. The microcontroller 13 
activates power to the receiver 16 for calibration and BIT purposes, step 530, 

The approach to calibrating the receiver 16 employed by the microcontroller 1 3 centers upon monitoring the false 
alarm rate. The false alarm rate is typically a specification from the customer, e.g., onefalse alarm in 100 laserfirings. 
The system is optimized to get maximum sensitivity and to meet the desired false alarm rate. 

To calibrate the receiver 1 6, the microcontroller 1 3 incrementally adjusts the calibration voltage V CAL with no signal 
input, i.e., no light on the detector 315, and no TPT voltage, until the offset voltage ^offset is zero. With the offset 
voltage V OFFSET set to zero, numerous false alarms occur. The microcontroller 13 then adjusts V CAU again with no 
signal input, while monitoring the false alarm rate by reading the latch circuit 173 until the required false alarm number, 
e.g., one in 10 milliseconds, is achieved. At this point, the offset voltage V OFFSET has moved away from zero and the 
receiver 1 6 is considered calibrated. 

The APD photodetector 315 has gain associated with it and goes into avalanche at the limit of detector bias. The 
optical gain of the detector 315 is equal to the breakdown voltage minus the operating point (bias) voltage divided into 
the number "55," as a first order approximation. As the bias voltage on the detector 315 is increased, so is internal 
noise. Thus, the goal of the microcontroller 13 operation is to increase the detector noise until the detector noise is 
larger than the electronics noise, at which point optimum sensitivity is attained. This operation is implemented by 
lowering the APD voltage in approximately .5-volt increments from a high false alarm rate voltage level. 

The microcontroller procedure for optimizing or recalibrating the detector bias voltage is illustrated in the flow chart 
of FIG. 6. This procedure is performed beginning with the value of V CAL determined during the receiver calibration 
procedure of FIG. 5 and with the value of the voltage at the ungrounded input of the threshold comparator 1 71 increased, 
e.g., by 4 millivolts beyond that set during receiver calibration, by increasing V CAL . The value of 4 millivolts is empirically 
determined to set the threshold high with respect to the receiver noise without APD bias. 

After a laser fire signal is received, power to the range counter chip 25 is turned on, step 223 (FIG. 4). The APD 
bias voltage is then set to zero by activating the control signal l DN , step 505. The value of the bias voltage from the 
power supply (e.g. 1 30 volts) is then determined via the PFN voltage sense lead, step 507, in order to determine the 
amount of time l UP must be activated in order to cause the APD bias voltage to increase in voltage by a predetermined 
amount. 

Next, the APD voltage is set to a value which causes a high false alarm rate, step 509. In the next step, 511, the 
time period for which l DN must be "on" to cause a .25-volt drop or step-down of the APD bias voltage is determined. 
The procedure may be understood from the following equations: 



NEW 



= V 1 e ^ , t = (22 uF)(200K) = 4.4 msec 



l DN is turned on for At seconds in order to reduce the APD bias voltage from V, to V r 



NEW- 




(D 



Taking the natural logarithm of both sides of Equation (1) yields: 




(2) 



or 
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At = tLnf^SE- 
1 V . J 



After determining At pursuant to the above procedure, one or more .25-volt step-downs of the APD bias voltage are 
caused by activating the control signal l DN for one or more time periods until the false alarm rate meets the false alarm 
rate specification stored in the NOVRAM table, step 513 and test 514. When test 514 is satisfied, the microcontroller 
1 3 returns to the flow of FIG. 4. 

The microcontroller 1 3 further is programmed to monitor the temperature signal V TEMP and test it to determine 
whether the temperature has changed by a selected amount, e.g., 1°C. The microcontroller 13 may then cause rec- 
alibration of the receiver and an APD bias adjustment sequence. 

The APD bias voltage is preferably optimized every time the laser is fired because the exact operating point and 
temperature will typically change between firings. In systems requiring high PRF (> 1 Hz), receiver calibration and APD 
bias adjustment cannot be accomplished each time the system is fired. Under these conditions, the system is optimized 
as needed when the temperature changes by ~1°C. This optimization usually occurs between frames of data or is 
requested from the system computer. The system computer then allocates a benign time slot in order to reoptimize 
the receiver 1 6. 

As noted, in the TIA 317 illustrated in FIG. 2, there is a 51K resistor R5 which turns out to set the bandwidth of the 
TIA 317, which may be, for example, 35 MHz at the 3-dB points. From system to system, depending on the type of 
laser and the operating requirements, the value of the resistor R5, the gain of the postamp 155, and the bandwidth of 
the matched filter 157 may be changed to optimize the system based on pulse width of the laser pulse fired by the 
range finder, important features to be extracted, range resolution, range accuracy, multitarget discrimination, and sen- 
sitivity. 

Thus, the optical receiver 16 is built around the microcontroller 1 3. The microcontroller 13 is used to optimize the 
false alarm rate (FAR) by controlling the threshold voltage at node 6 of the circuit of FIG. 3. The microcontroller 1 3 also 
continuously monitors the detector temperature and periodically optimizes or "recalibrates" the detector bias, giving 
the system optimum sensitivity over the entire temperature range. The receiver 16 contains time program threshold 
(TPT) that minimizes false returns from near-in atmospheric back-scatter. 

The disclosed APD biasing concept uses simple current sources that charge and discharge the APD bias voltage. 
The discharge rate is stow enough such that insignificant amounts of current flow through the parasitic capacitance 
across the APD. The TIA amplifier 317 remains within its small signal dynamic range, allowing for very fast settling 
after the current source is disabled. This simplifies the circuitry by allowing the removal of one of an input clamping 
diode at the input of the preamplifier 31 7, effectively increasing the sensitivity of the system. 

The gain-versus-bias curve for the InGaAs APDs are steeper than for the silicon APDs commonly used with Nd: 
YAG range finders and, hence, require a more precise setting to obtain maximum gain with minimum noise. Thus, the 
single chip computer or microcontroller 13 permits use of such APDs by enabling optimizing operating parameters 
such as detector bias and system FAR. 

The addition of an on-substrate temperature sensor 31 9 allows the system to operate at peak sensitivity over all 
operating conditions. The frequency response of the system is measured by illuminating the APD detector 315 with 
an unmodulated CW source and examining the noise spectrum at the output of the TIA. The noise spectrum will have 
a power envelope versus frequency that is characteristic of the detector/preamplifier (TIA) frequency response. Addi- 
tional parasitic capacitance and all of the components required to test frequency response in the prior art are eliminated. 
Thus, a net effect of the invention is lower cost and significantly higher yield due to increased margin on sensitivity, as 
well as optimal system performance over operating temperature extremes. 

A digital filtering algorithm could be employed, thereby allowing the microcontroller 1 3 to digitally alter postamplifier 
gain, matched filter bandwidth, and otherwise perform the receiver functions digitally. 

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that various adaptations and modifications of the just-described preferred 
embodiment can be configured without departing from the scope and spirit of the invention. Therefore, it is to be un- 
derstood that, within the scope of the appended claims, the invention may be practiced other than as specifically 
described herein. 



Claims 

1 . A laser range finder comprising; 



(3) 
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a receiver (16) including a detector (315), the receiver (316) providing a plurality of output signals (V^p, 
v offset) indicative of the state of the receiver (16), the receiver being responsive to at least one calibration 
signal (e.g. V CAL ) to adjust the performance thereof; and 

a programmed processor (13) programmed to respond to said output signals (V^p, V 0FFSET ) to calibrate 
the receiver (16) by supplying said at least one calibration signal (e.g. V CAL ) to the receiver (16). 

2. The laser range finder apparatus of Claim 1 wherein said detector comprises a photodetector (CR1 ) for generating 
an electrical signal in response to an impinging optical signal and wherein the receiver (16) comprises: 

a bias control circuit (31 1 ) for applying a bias voltage to said photodetector (CR1 ) and responsive to first and 
second control signals (l UP , l DN ) for adjusting the value of said bias voltage; 

first and second amplifiers (315, 317), the first connected to receive said electrical signal, for amplifying said 
electrical signal and generating an amplified output signal; 

a matched filter (157) connected to receive said amplified output signal for filtering said amplified output signal 
to generate a filtered output; 

a summing amplifier (161) receiving said filtered output and a calibration voltage (V CAL ) as inputs and gener- 
ating a summed output; and 

a threshold detection circuit (171) receiving said summed output as an input for detecting a target return In 
said summed output. 

3. The laser range finder of Claim 2 wherein said receiver (16) includes a temperature sensor (319) located in the 
vicinity of said photodetector (CR1 ) and producing a temperature voltage signal representative of the temperature 
in said vicinity. 

4. The laser range finder of Claim 2 wherein said threshold detection circuit (171) comprises a comparator circuit for 
comparing first and second input voltages provided to first and second inputs thereof and wherein said first input 
voltage comprises said summed output of said summing amplifier (161 ) and wherein said second input voltage is 
ground potential. 

5. The laser range finder of Claim 4 including a circuit (U3B) connected to said first input and providing a voltage 
offset signal (V OFFSET ) representative of the value of said first input voltage. 

6. The laser range finder of Claim 5 further including a time program threshold (TFT) signal generating circuit (1 59) 
producing a voltage which decays to zero over a selected time interval, said TPT signal voltage further being 
provided to the input of said summing amplifier (1 61 ), and wherein said summing amplifier (1 61 ) further adds said 
TPT signal voltage to the sum of said filtered output and said calibration voltage (V CAL ). 

7. The laser range finder of any of Claims 1-6 further including a false alarm signal generating circuit (173). 

8. The laser range finder of any of Claims 1-7 wherein said receiver (16) is responsive to a plurality of calibration 
signals (V CAL , l up , l DN ) to adjust receiver performance, said plurality of calibration signals including first and second 
detector bias control signals (l UP , l DN ). 

9. The laser range finder of Claim 8 wherein said first and second detector bias control signals (l UP , l DN ) respectively 
comprise a first charging current control signal (l UP ) and a second discharging current control signal (l DN ). 

10. The laser range finder of any of Claims 2, 4, 5, 6, or 7 wherein said output signals include a temperature voltage 
signal (V^p), an offset voltage signal (V 0FFSET ), and a false alarm signal (FAR). 
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